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REPORTS 

BY 

THE  MEDICAL  OFFICER  OF  HEALTH 

ON 

COMPLAINTS  OF  NUISANCE 

FROM  THE 


C.  DAWSON,  PRINTER,  148|,  FENCHURCH  STREET. 


1855. 


CITY  OF  LONDON  GAS  COMPANY. 


At  the  Court  of  Commissioners  of  Sewers 
of  the  City  of  London,  held  at  the  Guild- 
hall of  the  said  City,  on  Tuesday,  February 
the  13th,  1855:— 

The  Medical  Officer  of  Health  reported  as 
under.    ( See  Second  Report,  dated  this  day.) 

Ordered — 

That  this  Report,  and  the  Report  by  the  Medical 
Officer  of  Health  on  the  same  subject,  dated  October 
31st,  1854,  be  printed,  and  a  Copy  be  sent  to  every 
Member  of  this  Court. 


JOSEPH  DAW, 

Principal  Clerk. 


FIRST  REPORT. 


To  the  Hon.  the  Commissioners  of  Sewers  of 
the  City  of  London. 

Upper  Grosvenor  Street, 

October  31st,  1854, 

Gentlemen, 

You  have  desired  me  to  report  on  cer- 
tain complaints  referring  to  nuisances  alleged  to 
arise  from  the  City  Gas  Works. 

I  should  first  mention,  that  two  years  ago  (I 
believe  at  the  Lord  Mayor's  desire)  legal  proceed- 
ings were  commenced  on  the  part  of  the  Corpora- 
tion against  this  same  establishment,  when  I  was 
directed  to  make  inquiry  and  procure  chemical 
assistance  with  a  view  to  the  expected  trial.  As 
judgment  has  not  yet  been  given  in  these  proceed- 
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iligs,  which  may  therefore  still  be  considered  pend- 
ing, and  liable  to  be  affected  by  your  present 
consideration  of  the  subject,  I  thought  it  desirable 
that  my  recent  visit  to  the  Gas-Works  should  be 
made  in  company  with  Mr.  Thomas  Taylor,  a  gentle- 
man already  retained  as  chemical  witness  in  the 
case. 

What  I  have  now  to  state  on  the  matter  of 
your  reference  may  be  rendered  clearer  by  your 
considering  generally  the  process  of  gas-manu- 
facture, and  observing  in  which  of  its  stages  the 
liabilities  to  nuisance  arise. 

When  coal  is  heated  in  retorts  for  the  preparation 
of  gas,  there  are  volatilised  from  it,  together  with 
the  materials  used  for  illumination,  certain  very 
offensive  products.  Some  of  these  tend  to  be 
deposited  from  the  distilled  vapor  in  proportion  as 
it  cools  :  others  require  to  be  withdrawn  from  it  by 
specific  chemical  agencies.  All  Gas- Works  present 
arrangements  for  effecting,  in  succession,  these  two 
acts  of  separation :  the  first  in  an  apparatus  known 
as  the  condenser ;  the  second,  in  one  called  the 
purifier. 

1.  Within  the  condenser,  constant  currents  of  cold 
water  reduce  the  distilled  vapors  of  coal  to  a  tern- 
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perature  which  allows  many  of  their  ingredients  to 
revert  from  a  vaporous  to  a  fixed  state.  An  abun- 
dance of  steam  falls  as  water,  rendered  foetid  by 
the  sulphurous  and  ammoniacal  ingredients  which 
it  has  dissolved ;  while  simultaneously  the  volatile 
oils  and  resins  of  the  coal  re-appear  as  that  black 
viscid  compound  called  tar.  There  are  mechanical 
arrangements  for  allowing  these  impurities  to 
settle  in  a  particular  receiver;  which  of  course 
requires  to  be  periodically  emptied.  Its  very 
stinking  contents  are  of  commercial  value ;  and 
the  arrangement  of  the  City  Gas  Company  is,  on 
certain  days  of  the  week,  to  discharge  this  refuse 
of  their  establishment  into  a  tank-barge,  by  which 
it  is  conveyed  beyond  your  jurisdiction.  The  load- 
ing of  this  barge  always  occurs  in  the  day  time, 
at  or  about  the  time  of  high  water. 

2.  The  second  stage  of  gas-purification  is  to  sepa- 
rate, by  the  action  of  lime,  all  that  has  remained 
in  it  of  sulphuretted  hydrogen.  In  the  City  Gas 
Works,  where  use  is  made  of  the  apparatus  known 
as  the  wet-lime  purifier,  the  gas  bubbles  through 
great  churning-tubs  of  milk  of  lime,  and  leaves  in 
them  its  sulphuretted  hydrogen,  combined  into  sul- 
phurets  of  calcium.  These  constitute  a  very  bulky 
refuse ;  and  as  they  are  of  no  commercial  value,  the 
Company  discharges  them  into  the  Thames,  by  a 
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pipe  which  runs  from  their  establishment  to  near 
the  middle  of  the  river.  I  am  assured  by  the 
servants  of  the  Company,  that  this  evacuation 
never  takes  place  otherwise  than  late  at  night,  and 
at  such  periods  of  tide  as  may  enable  the  refuse 
immediately  to  mingle  with  large  volumes  of  water. 

Theoretically  speaking,  that  discharge  might  per- 
haps be  inoffensive ;  for  (assuming  the  action  of  the 
condenser  to  have  been  complete,  and  the  lime  of  the 
purifier  to  have  been  in  chemical  excess)  the  refuse 
referred  to  would  consist  of  an  inodorous  slush  of 
insoluble  proto-sulphuret  of  calcium,  not  liable  to 
rapid  decomposition  in  the  river-water.  But  this  is 
practically  not  the  case.  The  blue-billy  (as  it  is 
called)  contains  many  bituminous  and  other  offen- 
sive matters  that  have  escaped  precipitation  in  the 
condenser ;  and  it  is  liable  (from  deficient  action  of 
the  purifier)  to  present  free  sulphuretted  hydrogen, 
or  to  contain  a  soluble  and  foetid  bi-sulphuret  of 
calcium*  instead  of  the  insoluble  and  inoffensive 

*  Since  writing  the  above,  I  have  been  informed  by  Mr. 
Taylor,  that  the  case  is  even  worse  than  I  have  stated  it ;  that 
no  excess  of  lime  in  the  purifier  will  prevent  the  formation  of 
the  soluble  compound  above  referred  to,  which  (though  for  the 
sake  of  brevity  I  termed  it  bi-sulphuret  of  calcium)  is  really 
a  compound  of  proto-sulphuret  of  calcium  with  sulphuretted 
hydrogen,  and  evolves  this  foetid  gas  when  exposed  to  air,  or 
mixed  with  Thames  water. — February  \bth,  1855. 
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proto-sulphuret.  I  therefore  cannot  doubt  that  its 
discharge  into  the  Thames  must  be  regarded  in  the 
light  of  a  common  nuisance,  which  it  lies  within 
your  functions  to  suppress. 

To  this,  however,  I  must  add,  that  in  con- 
sequence of  the  legal  proceedings  already  referred 
to  (judgment  meanwhile  remaining  in  abeyance) 
the  Gas  Company  has  pledged  itself  to  an  abate- 
ment of  the  nuisance.  In  fulfilment  of  this 
pledge,  they  have  now  nearly  completed,  on  a  very 
large  scale,  and  at  an  expense,  as  they  allege,  of 
many  thousand  pounds,  certain  new  works  which 
will  substitute,  for  the  second  process  I  have 
described  to  you,  the  use  of  a  dry-lime  purifier,  and 
by  thus  giving  a  cartable  refuse,  will  enable  them 
entirely  to  refrain  from  polluting  the  river.  As 
the  endeavour  to  effect  this  reform  is  now  beinsr 
made  in  good  faith  and  at  great  cost,  I  presume 
your  Hon.  Court  will  consider  the  question  of 
nuisance  from  the  lime-purifier  as  one  that  may 
stand  over  for  the  present. 

With  respect  to  the  other  stage  of  the  process — 
the  action  of  the  condenser — I  am  much  disposed 
to  believe  that  it  occasions  the  more  obvious 
nuisance  of  the  two ;  and  I  suspect  that  the 
loudest   complaints  I  have  heard  relate  to  the 
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period  when  the  tank-barge,  moored  off  the  pre- 
mises of  the  Company,  is  receiving  its  freight  of 
tar  and  ammoniacal  liquor  collected  from  the 
receivers  of  the  condensing  apparatus.  For  in 
these  ingredients  are  concentered  the  well-known 
odors  of  Gas- Works;  a  very  complex  pungency, 
that  may  be  analyzed  into  something  of  rotten 
eggs,  something  of  water-proofing,  and  something 
of  ill-conditioned  urinals. 

I  think  it  would  be  reasonable  to  require  that 
this  process  should  be  so  amended  as  to  occasion 
no  spread  of  stink  in  its  vicinity:  and  without 
pretending  to  dictate  the  details  of  any  such 
amendment,  I  would  suggest,  as  an  illustration  of 
what  I  mean,  that  the  receptacles  of  this  refuse, 
instead  of  being  fixed  in  barges,  might  be  moveable 
vessels,  capable  of  being  loaded  within  the  build- 
ing, where  the  offensive  process  could  be  conducted 
under  cover  of  some  hood  ventilating  into  the 
furnaces  of  the  establishment. 

In  addition  to  those  sources  of  nuisance  to 
which  I  have  adverted,  it  seems  probable  that  in 
various  acts  of  drawing  and  charging  the  retorts, 
the  general  atmosphere  of  the  place  may  be  con- 
siderably impregnated  with  the  odors  complained 
of.    Under  existing  circumstances  it  is  difficult  to 
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judge  whether  this  evil  prevails  to  any  serious 
extent;  but  if  there  should  continue  any  com- 
plaints referable  to  the  manufacture  of  gas,  when 
divested  of  the  two  principal  nuisances  now  arising 
in  the  disposal  of  its  refuse,  it  may  become  neces- 
sary to  revert  to  this  question  with  a  view  to 
require  some  inodorous  ventilation  of  the  building. 

I  have  the  honor  to  be, 

Gentlemen, 
Your  most  obedient  Servant, 


JOHN  SIMON. 


SECOND  REPORT. 


To  the  Hon.  the  Commissioners  of  Sewers 
of  the  City  of  London. 

Upper  Grosvenor  Street, 
February  13th,  1855. 

Gentlemen, 

In  reference  to  the  works  of  the 
City  Gas  Company,  again,  at  your  last  meeting, 
referred  to  me  for  examination  and  report,  your 
Hon.  Court  will  remember  that,  on  a  former 
occasion  (October  31st)  I  pointed  out  to  you  two 
principal  sources  of  nuisance  in  that  establishment, 
and  reserved  some  doubt  as  to  the  degree  in  which 
a  third  might  co-operate  with  them. 

First,  namely,  there  was  the  contamination,  di- 
rectly of  the  river  and  indirectly  of  the  atmosphere, 
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by  the  daily  discharge  of  foetid  hydro-sulphurets  from 
the  wet-lime  purifiers  ;  secondly,  there  was  the  conta- 
mination of  the  air  during  the  uncovered  decanting 
of  ammoniacal  liquor  and  tar  from  the  receiving- 
tank  of  the  condensers ;  and  thirdly  (to  an  extent 
which  could  hardly  be  measured  while  these  two 
influences  were  in  active  operation)  there  was  the 
general  diffusion  of  the  characteristic  odour  of 
impure  coal  gas,  set  free  during  the  processes  of 
drawing  and  charging  the  retorts,  and  other- 
wise in  dealing  with  the  apparatus  of  the  esta- 
blishment. 

In  respect  of  these  nuisances,  I  have  now  to 
report  to  you  as  follows: — (1.)  the  wet-lime  purifier 
is  still  in  use ;  but  the  arrangements  are  very  nearly 
completed  for  superseding  its  employment;  and 
Mr.  Thomas  Taylor,  the  chemist  who  accompanied 
me  in  my  examination  of  the  Works,  authorises 
me  to  state  his  opinion,  "  that  the  process  now 
proposed  for  adoption  is  even  more  efficient  than 
that  contemplated  at  the  date  of  my  last  report, 
and  that,  should  no  unforseen  difficulty  arise  in 
carrying  out  these  improvements  on  so  large  a 
scale,  they  will  probably  be  effectual  for  removing 
all  cause  of  complaint  from  this  part  of  the 
manufacture:"  (2.)  the  arrangements  for  discharg- 
ing ammoniacal  liquor  and  tar  into  tank-barges. 
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are  being  greatly  improved  by  the  adoption  of 
apparatus  which  promises  to  prevent  this  process 
from  diffusing  its  offensive  effluvia  into  the  at- 
mosphere. 

I  think  it  certain  that  these  alterations,  when 
completed,  will  do  much  to  obviate  the  existing 
causes  of  complaint ;  but,  pending  their  incomple- 
tion,  it  is  impossible  for  me  to  speak  with  confidence 
of  what  further  improvements  may  still  remain  ne- 
cessary,— especially  as  to  that  third  evil  of  which 
I  have  spoken. 

It  accordingly  seems  to  me  that,  till  the  success 
of  those  ivorks  in  their  completed  form  has  been  tested 
by  sufficient  experience,  the  present  position  of  the 
City  Gas  Company  before  the  law — the  position  of 
having  confessed  judgment  in  regard  of  the  various 
nuisances  imputed  to  them,  must  be  fatal  to  their 
acquiring  any  further  claim  on  the  locality  they 
occupy;  and  that,  except  on  unequivocal  testimony 
that  the  repetition  of  these  nuisances  has  become 
impossible,  your  Hon.  Court,  as  guardians  of 
the  public  health  against  evils  of  this  description, 
cannot  do  otherwise  than  protest  against  any  act  of 
legislation  which  may  tend  to  perpetuate  an  offen- 
sive trade  within  the  City. 
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I  would  therefore  hope,  that  the  City  Gas  Com- 
pany may  refrain  from  pressing  their  Bill  during  the 
present  session  of  Parliament ;  and  that,  before 
next  session,  should  they  then  contemplate  applying 
for  any  Act  of  perpetuation  within  the  City,  they 
may  have  completed  and  used  such  measures  of 
improvement  as  will  justify  your  Hon.  Court  in 
raising  no  opposition  to  their  Bill. 

I  have  the  honor  to  remain, 

Gentlemen, 

Your  obedient  Servant, 


JOHN  SIMON. 
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